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Traveller


WHEN in fiction I present my hero I try to define as soon as possible his economic background. For me, at least, a man fails to achieve complete reality until I know how he has earned his living. ‘What does it eat?’ is the first question that the interested observer of any animal must ask.


For understanding of the human animal to ask by what work it eats is, except to the epicure, more revealing. I suspect that in future generations, if indeed they take for granted their rights to food and employment, the answer may be unimportant; but, in my own, wars and their financial consequences have too often made the filling of the belly as well as the filling of the mind an uncertain and picaresque adventure.


I belong to the transitional order between the mild and herbivorous capitalist and that anxious carnivore, the clerk with a family. My great-grandfather had the talent for earning more than he spent. My grandfather bought with his considerable inheritance the estate of Bilney in Norfolk and doubtfully enjoyed the life of a country squire until he attempted, very reasonably, to recover on the stock exchange what he had lost in the disastrous agricultural years at the end of the eighteen-seventies. Thus the only result of this fly-by-night capital was to raise the Households from small East Anglian farmers into the professional class. My father became one of H.M. Inspectors of Schools and then Secretary of Education for Gloucestershire; my uncle, an infantry officer. For me, too, the most probable employer was the State, and I surmise that I might have done very well in the Consular Service provided I escaped severe censure in my early twenties for some spectacular orgy, harmless in itself but of quite unconsular proportions.


I was set firmly upon the conventional ladder. A preparatory school which I loved and a public school which I detested led on to Oxford; and a shallow facility for examinations enabled me to ease my father’s life by scholarships. I did not ease my own. I was always expected to keep up the academic proprieties outside the examination hall—an absurd demand when all I had really learned was to present the few facts I knew with taste, and surround them with the mystery of learning.


Yet some of my examiners were great men, not easily impressed by sleek writing, and it may have been that a genuine respect for scholarship shone through my pretences. I myself was never a scholar—using the word in its untranslatable, donnish sense—but I did at least know how to be one. That alone was enough to mark me as a possible initiate of the mysteries, and to this day my mind remains questioning rather than intellectual. I have too little patience with the firmly-instructed of the modem world.


But this is a mere introduction to my story; and indeed I do not know whether the random collision which knocked my nucleus into space was due to academic distinction or to my unperturbed ability to miss driven pheasants. Thereafter, instead of bearing my strains and stresses in a solid, I flew off upon the glittering path of instability.


In 1922 a good degree did not enable a man to choose among industrial or government posts. The soldiers, three or four years older than I but completing their interrupted education at the same time, very rightly had first pick. There was also a depression. If I had had any definite ambition, I suppose I might have put myself in the way of fulfilling it; but I had none—not even an impractical and romantic idea of what I wanted to do. I was eager only to have done with education.


My development was freakishly late. To me money was something which happened or did not, and could no more be influenced than the weather. The usefulness of friends, clubs and connections simply did not occur to me, nor could I have told a prospective employer a single sane reason why he should pay me a salary. Among my close friends, however, was Ivor Barry. What we had in common was, I think, an almost oriental dislike of any intellectual, athletic, political or social activities. We basked in that Nirvana which was Magdalen and were very content. That his courteous father was Managing Director of the Ottoman Bank I knew, but it meant nothing to me. I treated a power in the post-war world with as much nonchalance as if he had been the vicar of his village of Nettlebed.


They were his pheasants which I missed. I cannot imagine what he saw in me; he must have perceived my gaucherie and worldly innocence; but those qualities are often accompanied by integrity. Perhaps he hoped that time would wear away the one, and be powerless against the other.


In November 1922 Barry offered me £400 a year to go out to Bucharest and learn to be a banker. I accepted with joy and excitement, knowing nothing more of banks than that they were institutions upon which one drew a cheque hoping that it would be paid. I certainly did not appreciate that the object of a bank was to make money for its shareholders—for I can remember how that simple fact burst upon me months later with the all-clarifying light of a revelation. As nearly as I can recapture the formless image in my mind, I thought a bank was in the nature of a public utility and that my duties would approximate to—as I should now put it—those of a Third Secretary in the Commercial Attaché’s office.


The Ottoman Bank was a Franco-British consortium which had the dignified flavour of the City at its Victorian greatest, and of Second Empire Paris at its most enterprising. Between the western frontiers of the Balkans and the eastern of Persia it upheld the respectability of money among the rapacious traders of the Levant—a mission as eccentric and deserving as to raise the standard of cookery among cannibals; but it paid. The Greek, the Baghdad Jew, the Armenian and the Pasha, having made their money, did not greatly desire to entrust its safekeeping to each other.


Whenever the Ottoman Empire gave painful birth to a Balkan State or, after 1918, to Arab States, the Ottoman Bank threw off a subsidiary to act as financial nanny. These, if run from London rather than Paris, had at least one British manager. Interesting men they were, but about themselves uncommunicative. They had acquired their wisdom and their languages by hard experience. They were not always the type to decorate as well as manage the head offices in London.


Barry’s policy was to collect a few future general managers from the universities and then put them through the mill abroad. It did not work for him, nor for the allied Anglo-Austrian Bank which tried the same plan at the same time. The reason was eventually obvious. The local managers had not the slightest interest in turning their banks into business academies for young gentlemen, who soon drifted away. However golden the future, the boredom and frustration of the present were unbearable.


I crossed Europe by the Orient Express a few weeks before my twenty-second birthday. I had never before been abroad, and romanticism ran wild during those four days in the train. It had reality, for, though I did not know it, I was travelling in the fourth dimension and bound for the nineteenth century. I stepped off the express into a country where Society still lived exactly as in the pages of de Maupassant, where the peasant still dressed, thought and worked in that timeless stability which ended in England with the Industrial Revolution and was destroyed in eastern Europe far more by elementary education, the cinema and the automobile than by Communism.


The Bank of Roumania, that subsidiary of the great Ottoman to which I had been condemned, worked its clerks and managers from nine to twelve-thirty and three to six. Saturday was a half day—if that be a fair description of five hours followed by an exhausted lunch about half-past two. A long week-end was rare, for we did not close on Saturday if a national holiday fell on a Friday. The only hope was a Saint’s Day on Monday.


The manager had one brilliant apprentice on his hands already; he was not going to be bothered with the training of another. He buried me in the Correspondence Department as an extra clerk, and there for four years I remained. He had the excuse that in the Correspondence you learned more of banking than in any other department, which was possibly true; on the other hand you saw nothing whatever of accounts, of discount, of arbitrage or of stocks and shares; and you never, except by accident, met a customer. I learned to type with two fingers and the various ways in which money can be transferred from hither to yon and what a documentary credit was. I cannot think of anything else. My position was made clear from the start when I was refused a key to the managerial lavatory. For the staff of about a hundred there were two others. That they worked at all was due not to water but to our resplendently uniformed porter and his staff of office.


The English manager falls headlong into the class of de mortuis nil nisi bonum. But in spite of detesting me he was in his own house pleasant, generous and hospitable. The Roumanian Christian manager was of immense distinction and had a long, silky, grey beard which enabled him to talk to politicians on equal terms and would have graced any chamberlain at the courts of St Petersburg or Vienna. The Roumanian Jewish manager was the most important of all, since half the customers and nine-tenths of the staff were Jews. He was a cordial old pawnbroker in manner, appearance and thought, and if the bank ever made more than its hum-drum monthly profit I suspect that he was responsible.


Among the clerks and customers there must have been characters of fascinating richness, but they passed through my life ten years too early. I had been sent out with prohibitions ringing in my ears. I was not to be too familiar with the local staff. I was not to become involved with local merchants. And I was not to marry a Roumanian. That advice was sound in so far as a young man should be discouraged from marrying anyone at all in his early twenties, but unjust. Roumanian women were of astonishing loveliness and courage, with a true appreciation of the joys of food and drink. Their attitude to marital fidelity—from their husbands they expected none—was perhaps light-hearted, for the Greek Orthodox Church, though as proud and ancient as the Catholic, had a reasonable attitude to divorce. But they did not hurry to take advantage of it. Their merry lapses were more civilised than beauty’s solemn progress from marriage, by way of the psychiatrist’s consulting-room, to marriage.


For all there was to see of high finance, I might as well have been employed by any provincial bank in England. The Bank of Roumania was not the national bank, and the Franco-British capital behind it had little influence on the post-war policies of the country. I should not, of course, have known in my first year or two whether it did or not, but later on I do not think I could have wholly missed any major movement, however discreet. The fact is that the bank confined itself to the most conservative operations, feeling its way through the devastating inflation which was then a new phenomenon to the practical banker in Europe.


Bolder finance, when there was any, our London office undertook; and the General Manager was sued by his own bank—long after my time—for exceeding his powers in granting political overdrafts. He suffered from too swift a rise, if I read him rightly, and too vaulting an ambition to leave his mark upon the history of eastern Europe; and I would not blame vanity any more than his devotion to a charming French wife and two pretty daughters. I liked him for his tentative flamboyance, for his determination to enjoy the luxuries of life and to learn how to enjoy them. It was a pity, and perhaps unmerited, that his name should be recorded only in the Law Reports.


That a bank clerk without any private income should be quite as accustomed to luxury as his General Manager was unnatural and due entirely to inflation. The Roumanian leu had fallen from 25 to 700 to the pound, and prices had not caught up. My four hundred a year, from which neither England nor Roumania collected any noticeable income tax, put me into the class of some gilded youth from P. G. Wodehouse. Before I left, my salary had gone up to seven hundred, and the exchange rate had gone down to 1,200 lei to the pound. I can never be so rich again. The standard of living which I then enjoyed only exists today in France, and those who can both afford it and appreciate it are few.


Had I come under the influence of some predicted pillar of Church or State—an unlikely event, since both at school and at Oxford I was too aimless to appreciate columnar virtues in my contemporaries—I might at least have taken Roumania gradually. As it was, I surrendered to a most vivacious influence. He had arrived in the Bank of Roumania a year before me on a similar but superior ticket. His full title was Confidential Secretary to the Management. Unlike myself, he was free of the secret files and the managerial privy. He had spent the four years of the war interned in Ruhleben, and had come out with a desire for living so passionate that Cambridge, London and now Bucharest trailed behind his ability to extract amusement from them.


It was he who met me on my arrival. By the end of the day he had made sure that I knew about half the foreign colony, that I was wild with excitement for the future flesh-pots and that I was not the least danger to him. His generosity of temperament, his tall, dark distinction were more fitted to some exiled Russian prince than to a formal British banker, and could have disconcerted a board of directors less cosmopolitan than ours. He wondered if I had been sent out as a possible replacement. It must have been a comfort to him to discover that my business age was about twelve and that—since he had to put up with me in working hours—my ideas of what constituted amusement were, though still tentative, his own.


He encouraged me to be a hedonist, for whom good taste should be the only moral standard. He was four years older than I in age and twenty in experience, a brilliant linguist with a brain magnificently equipped for art or letters or finance. I owe to him the beginnings of my social education—I was sadly lacking in any of the graces—and the immediate and lasting destruction of my public-school prejudice against speaking foreign languages well. I also owed to him a precocious worldly wisdom, for though he approved my self-indulgent explorations he was careful that I should know the motives of all concerned, from my own to those of a cabaret porter or a politician with a pretty wife.


Thus he was far from a corrupter of youth. I was too apt a pupil. And pleasure tended to be all for the body since there was none for the spirit. My work could have been done as well by any bright secondary school boy, and very seldom was there time for my favourite and most innocent recreation, which was—and is—to do nothing in particular in open country. Tennis and golf had little to offer, for I have never found any sort of fulfilment or relaxation in propelling a ball more accurately than my companion. Even the horse, which I might then have mastered, was no mount for one who dreamed that he was riding into the ground the very leopards of Dionysus.


For the equivalent of half a crown—about the price that a young bank clerk should pay for his lunch and dinner—I could do myself as well as any man in Europe. The best restaurants of Bucharest were all ambitious; two, Capşa and Cina, superbly succeeded. They had collected recipes from the three Empires, then but four years in the grave, which surrounded Roumania and had refined them by French craftsmanship. Their explorations even pierced the unprofitable mist of Atlantic islands. Among the outlandish Russian and Turkish names, which lit the French of Capşa’s menu like dream cities in a sonnet of Baudelaire, appeared Irish Stew. I remember it was the best I ever ate, while forgetting how in the world the three strange syllables were pronounced.


For a pound I could have dinner for two in a private room of gold and cream and crimson, somewhat shabby from war and German occupation, but preserving that luxurious air of late-Victorian discretion which more properly belonged to my father’s generation than to mine. In one of those musical-comedy rooms I first discovered that the French with which I had been tortured at school could actually be used as a method of communication between two human beings. Thereafter I was ready to investigate the possibilities of my even more rudimentary German. Roumanian I never mastered till sixteen years later—a devastating proof of the futility of my life. I mixed only in society which spoke English or international French or somewhat yiddish German. The bank gave me no opportunity to identify myself with the country.


Among those companions whom I entertained in a style to which they were more accustomed than I there ought to have been one to speak nothing but Roumanian and to teach me at least the musical endearments. But I could not even handle my own amorality. Ever since schooldays I had always thought myself in love with some delicious child, treating her with comparative and poetical respect while pursuing at large the life of an anxious tom-cat. Not even in Bucharest was I able to combine my drawing-room and my back-street tastes.


I well remember, at the age of about seven, falling silently on my knees at a children’s fancy-dress party before a dainty Titania in a pink tou-tou. There is the key to what I was: impulsive, extremely sensitive to feminine beauty and over-fastidious. And in Roumania such a temperament was nothing but an expensive nuisance. I was too conventional—a mingling of chivalry with caution—to discover whether any of the provocative young society beauties shared my enthusiasms, too aesthetically minded not to bother with elegance at all, too hare-brained to pay discreetly the rent of some unattached Roumanian who might well have been as sensible as she was lovely. So in that half-world of cabarets and Russian refugees, where remained some slight illusion of seduction, I tended to pass from flower to flower; but at least flowers they were.


For one mercy to my youth I shall be ever grateful to Roumania. Had so eager a young fool been hurled into a life of hedonism where wine was neither the normal fashion of his friends nor within easy reach of his pocket, he might have taken to swilling dollops of gin and whisky with the abandon of a serious drinker. As it was, I adopted the habits of the country and released the civilised European who lies, half a litre below the surface, in the average introverted Englishman; if, with the second half-litre and the brandies, I released a noisier European, his behaviour was generally more a matter for laughter than shame.


I returned to England on a month’s leave in December 1923. That is as good a time as any to take stock. The bankers in London said that I had become more mature. I privately ridiculed their opinion, and ascribed it to the fact that I was now dressing darkly like a respectable businessman. However, they were obviously right since I should never have dared, a year earlier, to suspect them of shallow thinking.


At any rate, I was now ready to begin the advance along the axis expected of me. Though I had still no sense of personal discipline, the wild preliminary gallop on the sensual animal had tired him into a more pleasurable trot. I was also on the edge of realising that my world was bounded by the Black Sea, not the Channel. I was still years away from the ability to talk—assuming we had a common language—as effortlessly to a foreigner as to an Englishman, but I no longer measured him or his way of living by their resemblance to the familiar. Like so much in my life, this tentative cosmopolitanism arrived by way of my belly rather than my brain. Homesick though I was for my own country, I could not help observing that I should need a very unlikely salary in London to enable me to keep up my standard of living—a sordid foundation for fraternal sympathy, yet more firmly to be built on than the vaguer liberalisms of the professed internationalist.


I returned to Bucharest more willingly than I expected. Somewhere in January Switzerland—it might have been Buchs—the Arlberg Express stopped between two formidable walls of ice through which tunnels had been cut to give access to the station. I got out to stretch my legs and have a drink. While I was thus arcticly engaged, the unseen train started. I heard it and, with the ears of the spirit, the sceptical remarks of the manager when I was not back at my post on the appointed day. I foresaw my baggage and passport lost for ever. By the time I had raced down the platform and through the nearest hole, the tail of the train was fifty yards away and gathering speed. It skidded on ice, and I was able, just, to grab the rail and step of the luggage van, where I remained shivering through tunnels until the train reached Austria and stopped. My body, though I tried it hard, was resistant, and would do anything that I could reasonably ask of it except play games.


My fellow apprentice was now married, and battling to reduce himself to a more Kensingtonian daintiness of living. His favourite fiction that nothing but the best was good enough for him looked a little more like snobbery, a little less like ambition to distil the essences of the moon. Hero worship was the thinner for that, and friendship the stronger. He was unendingly kind to me, lending me comfort or money whenever I badly needed either. In reckoning his sins no seraphic manager could ever refuse him an overdraft, for he was always ready to pay in to his account that tremendous credit, tolerance. Had I landed myself in a really scandalous mess, which only by the grace of God I never did, it would have been he who extracted me and kept silent.


I was now coming under the influence of much older men, who were all capable of enjoying a riotous night as much as I, and did not offer it the compliments either of addiction or of remorse. French, Belgians, British and Austrians, many of them had made their career in Russian oil, so that the emotions and vitalities of the Tsarist Empire became familiar to me from the talk of my own sex as well as that of those delicious and melancholy women who migrated to Bucharest when the British Army of Occupation left Istanbul.


There was the Belgian Minister who told me, apropos of I know not what Byronic extravagance, to go away and read Anatole France—for whom my affection has never varied, though now I consider him less a teacher of how to think than of what to laugh at. He, too, it was—the Belgian Minister, I mean—who made a most profound remark which I myself have repeated to young aspiring cosmopolitans. Intending to visit Paris, which I had never seen, on one of my leaves, I asked him where to stay and where to eat. He replied that to me, in the pattern of my life, Paris was bound to become a second home, that I had no need to visit it and should go to some town which I was unlikely ever to see again.


A useful antidote was Lionel Ludlow, who had fought in the Matabele Rebellion, known Rhodes and passed from gold-mining in South Africa to Roumanian oil. Like any good Empire Builder, he placed for me the life of dinners and card-leaving in its true proportions. Above all was Fred Thompson who descended upon us from Price, Waterhouse in Paris, often with a considerable team of accountants, to audit oil companies and finally opened an office in Bucharest. He was something less than ten years older than myself—a man with a genius for friendship, so loving all Europeans and Americans who honestly presented themselves to him that his only protection was irony. From him I would take rebuke, advice and ridicule—and still happily invite them, for he alone of them all remains an intimate friend.


What they saw in me, those kindly watchers over my youth, I can only imagine by observing those qualities which now attract me in men thirty years younger than myself. I was so eager to learn anything of life and of peoples which could be taught me, so uninhibitedly ready to enjoy myself. I must often have been affected or a bore or gauche, but I was never uninterested. Those who had daughters considered me eligible, but no doubt shook their heads over a too Latin irresponsibility. They underrated me. My irresponsibility may have had a surface familiar to Continental fathers, but it was Anglo-Saxon in its depth.


During the four years which I passed as a modest bank clerk in working hours, and in my free time as a young man of some fashion, there was little interaction between myself and my Roumanian environment. I remained a mere tourist. By that I mean a visitor who observes, but feels no close emotional intimacy with the observed.


A man may understand, intellectually, the history and culture of an alien land, its continuity with his own and its branchings-off; he may admire its arts, its architecture and its food and drink; seduced by climate or beauty of landscape he may even be prepared to spend all his idleness upon the terraces of some little town. But until he knows that he would be far from complaining if fate compelled him both to live and to earn his living there, with only casual visits to his own country and such others as he may love, then he is still a tourist. So I can draw only what there was to see, and very little of myself. Yet a mere travel sketch is forgivable when no more tickets will ever be sold to Ruritania.


The vast majority of the male population still wore their shirts outside their trousers, and confirmed Napoleon’s aphorism that those who did so were the only honest men. Peasant costume was worn as a matter of course, without need of encouragement from folk-lore societies and nationalists. Even the industrial worker wore it, with lambskin cap on head and linen shirt nearly to the knees outside the tight, coarse-woollen trousers. On Sundays and holidays the dresses of both men and women flowered with fantastic panels of embroidery. The twentieth century showed only in the shoes which appeared to be cut from old inner-tubes—or perhaps folded from rubber sheet cut to the approximate size—and were held on by criss-crossed thongs in the manner of Viking or Saxon.


The poverty of the town peasant was brutal. The villager at least could eat, his staple diet being maize porridge, and could build when he married, at the cheap cost of his own labour and that of a few gipsies, a one-storied cottage of whitewashed mud in a painted timber frame, aesthetically pleasing, weatherproof and clean—apart, that is, from the breeding fleas left behind by the gipsies. They were all hospitable, of conventional morality, drinkers in cheerful Latin measure rather than Slav fury, and with a shade of cruelty inevitably borrowed from the Russian and Turkish armies which too frequently had liberated their women, their horses and their crops.


The class which wore tailor’s trousers and tucked shirts in them seemed to me to lack any social conscience; but I may well be unfair, for I was observing the country in a state of transition between the patriarchal and the industrial. In liberal legislation Roumania was far ahead of Hungary or Poland. The great estates were broken up immediately after the war, and the boyar or landowner was only allowed to keep for himself the equivalent of a good English farm. His sons in the army or the civil service or politics were trying to support families on monthly sums which lasted me, a single man, about five not specially extravagant days. They could not afford a too punctilious honesty. Fifteen years later, when I was again in Bucharest, corruption in public life had improved to the pleasant and manageable standards of, say, a Central American Republic.


Nearly all commerce was in the hands of the Jews, and there was no other middle class to be a buffer between the half-emancipated peasant and his former landlord. At the best the boyar among peasants had the attitude of a too-dignified officer at a party for other ranks; at the worst he was threatening, loud and rude. Even I, fresh to a peasant country and conservatively supposing that the Roumanians knew how to handle their own labour best, found the unconscious antagonism displeasing. To a Spaniard, accustomed to courtesy between man and man whatever the difference of education or income, it would have seemed outrageous.


It was still the age of the horse and the railway. Foreigners and the wealthy had cars, but their use was limited. Beneath the rare patches of flat surface the roads of spring concealed mud pools which would swallow a car to the door handles. In summer the passing of a peasant cart raised a pillar of dust so impenetrable that a driver could only enter it at peril of head-on collision with the unseen. In winter the January blizzards shrieked down from Arctic Russia over the Black Sea, and the first considerable obstructions in the path of the horizontally driven snow were the city of Bucharest and the shrinking bodies of its inhabitants. When the wind dropped there were no more cars. The city was silent and pleasantly frozen—a fairy-tale frost, not at all of Russian or Canadian implacability—and the cab-drivers belled their horses and substituted runners for wheels.


The drivers were eunuchs. They belonged to an ultra-pious sect of the Russian Old Believers which held that a man was so far condemned to the lusts of the flesh that he might have one child; thereafter duty to his immortal soul demanded that he should place himself beyond temptation. Somewhere in Moldavia these wrinkled, hairless, yellowish men had a village and cultivable lands, but the traditional employment was cab-driving. There were, of course, other drivers, peasants uprooted though not sterile, whose cabs and horses showed their lack of any pride in the trade. The semicircle of smart victorias in summer and sleighs in winter which waited for hire outside the royal palace was all owned and driven by eunuchs.


Men and women, the Roumanians were ingenious seekers after gaiety. The summer nights were no more willingly wasted in sleep by Bucharest society than by its former peasants whose music was as wild, whose dancing was better and whose fairs took the place of cabarets. The greatest fair of all, the Moş, was held in the early autumn outside Bucharest, still surviving from the days when little could be bought in the village shop. It was a market for labour, animals and manufactured goods, where the peasant could purchase whatever he needed for the profit of what he sold and exchange lice and news with his fellows from other provinces; where the Jew and the gipsy dexterously increased their handfuls of dirty paper money, and Bessarabian horse-dealers, gallant in black and scarlet, rode with their troupes scornfully through the crowd, the golden dust of their passage settling slowly until blasted up again by the heat of the still evening and the brazen mouths of the barkers and the bands.


The traveller in time had a chance to see once more the seventeenth-century Bartholomew Fair—apart from mid-Victorian steam roundabouts and shooting galleries in which dignified figures of iron, top- or straw-hatted, performed their natural functions when squarely hit. Monsters, dwarfs, mermaids and abortions were uninhibited, and more proper to the decent obscurity of surgical and veterinary museums than to the straw or the divan of dirty rugs upon which they wriggled when poked by the proud proprietors. There was some kind of drinking booth for every twenty yards of alley. The more cleanly had the usual gipsy band of cymbalon and strings; the cheaper made do with peasants blowing on brass or on leather instruments, including serpents and sackbuts, of astonishing antiquity. Even playing in unison the performers were hopelessly out of tune with each other, but the discords, unless you drank beneath the very mouths of the battered instruments, were unnoticeable since every band was determined to drown its neighbour.


This roaring cacophony delighted me for whole evenings; yet today I doubt if I could bear it for half an hour. That is due, I think, to a profound difference of civilisation rather than to age. After the footfalls of Bucharest and the soft silence of the Wallachian plain, where the only sounds were of frogs and running water, of domestic animals and distant voices, a gorgeous human row was welcome; but when the ears protest, though unconsciously, all day and much of the night against the rolling of traffic and the last-trump blare of aircraft, there is no human desire which more noise can possibly fulfil.


The Roumanians were far too civilised—till the rise of the fascist Iron Guard—to be always waving and saluting flags. They were cosmopolitan by tradition, drawing their culture from the Eastern and their language from the Western Roman Empires, and had little in common with the Balkan States south of the Danube. The prosperous Serb or Bulgar of the nineteenth century was still fixing his eye upon the eccentricities of the Turkish pasha while his counterpart in Roumania already had it genially turned on Paris.


So the foreign capitalist was not hated, though nearly all industry was dominated by him. We were so obviously enjoying ourselves; and the Roumanians, who always appreciated any picturesque escapade, leaped to forgive us whenever in the extravagance of wine we held ourselves above the law. There was an occasion when a banker and The Times correspondent, tempted at dawn by the incongruity of a park of municipal garbage trolleys outside the cathedral, set them all loose upon the promising slope which led with processional dignity down to the River Dâmbovitsa. But that was as nothing compared to the doings of the Texan oil-drillers in Ploeşti. Their exploits, their women and their astonishing ability to shoot out lights without scoring on the café customers have passed into Roumanian folk-lore.


I never visited the oil-fields in those still pioneering days, though I knew the heads of the bigger companies and had only to ask. It was not lack of curiosity. My free days were so few and precious that I did not wish to waste them on anything but the duck and the Danube marshes in spring and autumn, and the high Carpathians in summer and at Christmas. So the oil towns of Ploeşti and Câmpina were for me only railway stations on the way to the mountains.


I had, however, one swift and improbable visit to a little field near Bacau, spending a night on the floor of the manager’s house and two in the train. General Henley, one of those much older men who befriended me and for whom I had an almost filial love, had invested in a concession where the oil was so near the surface that he and his Roumanian partner considered tunnelling rather than drilling to it, and the excavation of an underground reservoir. That this was possible could be seen from the local peasant wells. They had a diameter of a yard or so, and were lined with wickerwork. When enough oil had seeped into the bottom of the well, the proprietor lowered a man who bailed it out with a bucket.


Henley was in some danger of being evicted from the concession by his Roumanian partner. I do not remember—if indeed I ever understood—the rights and wrongs of the case; but the general was a contemporary and friend of Hilaire Belloc and of exactly that robust and genial character which Belloc admired. He decided that possession was nine-tenths of the law and that the local manager, who was playing the partner’s game, must be thrown out.


He, his Roumanian lawyer and I suddenly descended upon the field and threw him out. The lawyer then assembled the workers, who had not been paid, and addressed them. Henley and I stood by, he at least looking benevolent and patrician. Meanwhile the manager had alerted the gendarmerie, and in the subsequent procès verbal, to which he swore, I was described as appearing with a pistol barely concealed in my pocket and the grim face of an abandoned criminal. I fear there was some truth in it. But, fortunately for my standing as a banker, country justice was in the hands of inexperienced magistrates on starvation salaries, and the procès verbal was torn up.


On our way to the field we had stopped for a conspiratorial interview with the money-lender at the nearest big village. It was a village of Jews. Till then I had had the common western European illusion of Jewish prosperity, except among recent immigrants in the reception areas of great cities. That all around the Russian frontiers, from Lithuania through Poland to Roumania, they lived like the peasants in equal poverty and with less security was a new conception, destined to become more and more familiar to me. It gave me a sympathy for Zionism which was deeply emotional, whereas that of most other Englishmen who have any is intellectual or semi-religious. There on the edge of the Jewish Pale I was again in a period of transition. The pogroms which had horrified liberal Europe by rape and murder were over. The mass extermination was still to come. Of those frustrated innocents, some desperate to escape, some finding refuge in the complication and recomplication of the divine words so that they should surrender the intention of the divine will, very few remain.


In order to fetch the wages of the workers I had next morning to ride down to this Jewish village. By a horseman’s standards I cannot ride at all. I merely use the animal as convenient transport, sitting securely and correctly so long as it does not discover my complete ignorance. That oil-fields horse had the Roumanian genius for finding the weak points of the foreigner, and summed me up with a swiftness which would have been indecent in a well-trained hack.


Arriving at a forest track with a slope of one in three where the spring sun had not yet melted the ice, he squatted on his quarters in the position of a circus horse receiving a lump of sugar, and transformed himself into a bobsleigh. How he cornered I do not know; but he was obviously revelling in his skill and would have been running well up on the top of the banking if there had been any. The village banker restored my equanimity by mulled wine, and I remounted with a bag of money over my shoulder feeling that on the whole I was still a romantic figure. But that animal had my measure. He visited every flimsy building on the main street, generally entering the front door backwards. Mothers and children fled screaming, for this was worse than any descent of Cossacks. They at least knew how to control their horses.


That evening, our lawyer protesting, all three of us were seen safely on to the train by the gendarmerie, forcing an unsatisfactory policeman’s end to the story. I have no idea what happened to the partner, the manager or the concession, for the law-suit which was to decide their fate had hardly begun when Henley died on the cricket field. He may have known his heart was doomed, and for that reason wanted quick results.


No word of this adventure ever reached the bank; so that both they and I were resigned, more or less contentedly, to the continuance of my career. I rented new rooms more central and more spacious. I took to regular golf on Sundays and a four of bridge once a week; and instead of wasting time and money in the search for ever more exotic avatars of the female, I was prepared to wait for them. So blasé had I become that I took over the running of the bar at the Country Club—an invention of the diplomats swiftly patronised by the court society—because it gave me an excuse to avoid dancing.


I imagine I was becoming quite a smooth and pleasant young man with all outward eccentricities firmly suppressed unless time and season for them were presented. I had consciously decided that the two most important human virtues were dignity and discretion. I blush for this; but since dignity and discretion had cost me so much trouble to attain, it is not unnatural that I attached undue importance to them.


Yet these complacent terms upon which I was beginning to live with myself could not disguise from me the fact that, though my salary had risen to seven hundred a year, I was not earning it. When on leave in London in the summer of 1925 I suggested that I had long since learned all an insanitary correspondence department had to teach me and that I did not seem to be on the way to learning anything else. I had not long been back in Bucharest before I was offered a transfer to the Anglo-Persian Bank, a subsidiary of the Ottoman, as a travelling inspector of local branches.


I should have enjoyed this; so would any of the local managers who happened to be feathering his nest. I still wonder why the London directors should have assumed that I was born with a knowledge of book-keeping. But perhaps they did not. My duties might have been to talk politics and high finance with the manager over a long and delicious Persian lunch, while the trained accountant, appearing from a different point of the horizon upon a somewhat balder camel, checked the bank’s holdings of securities.


As a creature of moneyed or diplomatic society there was, that last autumn of my old self, little wrong with me. I was set firmly on the road to becoming a pillar of Throgmorton Street with my house in Surrey and a whole portfolio of good industrials deposited with my sententious stockbroker. Nothing could have changed the routine of a limited self and a limited society but surrender to a far more generous and powerful personality than my own, and nothing, short of disaster, could have caused that surrender but the finding in one woman not of the qualities I had tried to discover in so many, but of those I never knew existed.


Casually, and satisfied by the exquisite choosing of my midday menu, I passed down the length of the bank with some trivial enquiry from the Correspondence Department to Bills and Discount. Upon the hard bench where clients who wished to cash a cheque in foreign currency were compelled to remain a good quarter of an hour was sitting a woman of, at a guess, about my own age. With foreknowledge of the future our eyes met and could not be parted. The look was gentle, and not quite that veiled stare which arises from the mutual decision of the genes, imperious and generally inaccurate, that they are compatible. Nor was it curiosity. I can only describe it as recognition. To avoid still wider conjecture I fall back on J. W. Dunne for explanation, and assume that the violence of the future was projecting itself into the present. As for my actions in the familiar three-dimensional world, I requested that her cheque be cashed with reasonable speed, and that was all.
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